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Abstract 
The research reported in this paper reveals that in the classroom children are under constant surveillance and control by the 
teacher, and that they may respond by attempting to subvert the teacher’s regulations and order through distractions, disruptions, 
attention-seeking and time-wasting activities. On the one hand, this subversion indicates there is a fine balance of power between 
teacher and pupils in the classroom, but on the other it indicates that the pupils are reflecting on their own behavior and 
experiences and thus developing into morally autonomous individuals. 
© 2009 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Children’s experience in schools includes many things that are not part of the formal curriculum, including 
structured activities like registration, assemblies, grouping strategies and classroom organisation and responsive 
activities mainly concerned with keeping order, like rewards and sanctions. Even though these classroom routines 
and rituals have long been acknowledged as educationally significant in terms of school culture and the hidden 
curriculum (Jackson, 1968), and have been looked on as a sign of social control (Bernstein et al, 1966) and cultural 
reification (McLaren, 1986) in social critiques, children’s experiences of and responses to these structured activities 
have not been adequately studied in their own right. Indeed, children’s experience of everyday schooling is largely 
invisible in educational research or else limited to incidental references in traditional disciplinary inquiries into the 
curriculum, teaching and learning or educational management. The research reported in this paper seeks to address 
this imbalance by focusing on children’s experiences of school and particularly on children’s own perspectives and 
understandings of the taken-for-granted routines of school life. The research reveals that the children are under 
constant control and regulation by the teacher, and that they may respond by attempting to subvert the teacher’s 
order and control in the classroom through distractions, disruptions, attention-seeking and time-wasting activities. 
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However, the terminology used here is adult terminology, and may not reflect the way that the children themselves 
perceive the situation. The paper seeks to illuminate children’s own perceptions. 
The central research questions therefore are (a) how children experience non-educational classroom activities 
like registration, assemblies, classroom management, rewards and punishments; (b) how children respond to the 
organisational, disciplinary and controlling dimensions of the teacher’s work; and (c) what informal learning goes 
on as a result of these classroom routines and rituals, especially in the domain of values and attitudes. This paper 
focuses on just one aspect of teacher activity and children’s response in the classroom: the teacher’s desire to watch 
everything that every child is doing in the class, in order to maximise order and control; and the tendency of some 
children to subvert order and control in the classroom through various disruptive activities. The intention of the 
paper is thus to raise to consciousness certain aspects of schooling that are normally merely taken for granted as a 
necessary part of classroom life and that have been widely neglected in research. The research is intended to make 
teachers more aware of their own practices and of children’s responses, so that they will be able to respond more 
effectively to children’s needs and to improve the quality of their work, particularly in the field of values education. 
2.  Methods 
An ethnographic case study was conducted in a single class of 8-9 year-old children in a single school in the 
south of England. Several months were spent closely observing the class, and this was followed by detailed 
interviews with the children, the class teacher (Mr McGee) and others. The interviews were all tape-recorded and 
later transcribed. A new approach to ‘listening to children’ was adopted in order to avoid the usual dominance of 
adult perspectives and the children were encouraged to negotiate their own agendas within a framework of non-
structured friendship-group interviews. These methods were chosen in preference to surveys and questionnaires in 
order to prioritise depth rather than breadth, to acknowledge complexity and ambiguity in the findings, and to allow 
the children space to tell their own stories and express themselves as they chose. The research was carried out in 
accordance with standard ethical procedures and principles including informed consent, privacy and confidentiality, 
the avoidance of risk, the right of participants to withdraw and the avoidance of leading questions or undue 
influence. Pseudonyms have been used for all reports of the research. The research methods were influenced most 
closely by Jackson et al (1993) and Cullingford (2002, 2007). 
The deeper an investigation like this probes, the more difficult interpretation becomes. But the ambiguity forms 
part of the richness of the findings. For example, the teacher was frequently observed touching his lip with his index 
finger, moving it slowly down, and then smiling. It is difficult to be sure whether this momentary action is intended 
to have a different effect from a straightforward telling-off, or whether it is simply a variation on the standard 
approach. Is the teacher really annoyed, or is he simply trying to encourage ‘good’ behaviour? Does the smile imply 
that the reprimand shouldn’t be taken too seriously, or that he wants the children to know that he still likes them and 
cares for them underneath, or that he sees the need to reassure them at the same time as telling them off? In order to 
capture as many different layers of meaning and significance as possible, the observational data were initially 
grouped into two separate categories: teacher-oriented organizational/ disciplinary activities, and child-oriented 
behaviour and responses. Similarly, the interview data were critically analyzed twice, from different angles – first, 
within the researchers’ agenda focusing on specific repeated aspects of school life, and second, from the children’s 
own perspective, focusing on their accounts in their own words of their experiences of schooling.  
3. Findings and Interpretation 
The findings from the observations and interviews are many and varied, and only a few will be touched on in 
this paper.  The class teacher spent a significant proportion of his time maintaining control in the classroom, 
particularly through surveillance, issuing instructions, telling the children off for minor misdemeanours, and 
applying sanctions and discipline, though also sometimes praising children and issuing rewards. The children were 
well aware of the teacher’s surveillance and dominance, and by and large were compliant most of the time. But the 
research tries to get behind this superficial co-operation to what they were actually thinking, and uncovers 
significant layers of negative feeling. The first of these is a kind of passive acceptance of the teacher’s dominance as 
inevitable, perhaps in a spirit of resignation, perhaps simply out of laziness. The second is a more active resistance 
to or subversion of the teacher’s authority, sometimes expressed in acts of disobedience but more often in more 
indirect ways such as disruptions, distractions, time-wasting and attention-seeking, The third is reflection on the 
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significance of the teacher’s actions; only a few children did this, but with sometimes surprising results. These 
findings will now be explored in more detail, in an attempt to show (a) how teacher surveillance is mirrored by pupil 
subversion, so that the two co-exist in a kind of balance in the classroom, (b) how children are able to develop 
important moral understanding from their observations of the teacher’s activity in the classroom, and (c) how an 
awareness of children’s perspectives and children’s experiences in the classroom can improve the reflective practice 
of teachers. 
It has already been noted that the children in Mr McGee’s class appeared to be constantly under his surveillance. 
He used three main strategies to maintain this. First, he required the children to stay in his sight at all times. He 
frequently reminded individual children to sit with their face towards him. No matter what he was doing, he made 
sure that he could always keep an eye on the other children. Once Oscar was standing up after returning from the 
toilet while Mr. McGee was explaining the writing task, and immediately Mr. McGee spotted him and said, ‘Oscar, 
could you sit down? Just wait.’ He always noticed the minor actions of deviant children and responded by moving 
one of the offenders away. Once while he was working with one group on the carpet he kept an eye on the others 
and on six occasions within a very short period of time reminded them to get on with their work.  
Secondly, he used a wide range of bodily movements to maintain the children’s attention and remind them that he 
was watching them. His facial expressions sometimes showed a silent power over the children. His eyes and the 
intensity of his glance were used to remind individual children of what they should be doing. Frequently he simply 
clicked his fingers to remind individuals not to do something. Above all he made use of his voice, and any variation 
in level was immediately noticed by the children.  
The third main method he used to ensure the children knew that they were under his constant surveillance was 
verbal reminding, including both frequently repeated instructions such as ‘tuck your chair in’, ‘no moving’, ‘no 
calling out’, ‘stay in your place’, ‘sit down on your bottom’, ‘sit back down’, ‘don’t get out of your place’, ‘don’t 
mess about’, ‘don’t cover your face’, and more specifically focused statements like ‘Bill, you have ten books. You 
don’t need to go to the library’, ‘Kevin, you’ll stay there today’ or ‘George, put your chair on the floor.’ The 
children were repeatedly reminded to focus their attention on the teacher. At the end of one Maths lesson, Mr. 
McGee asked the children to have their ‘arms folded, to show you’re ready for the end of maths’. Because some 
children were still moving, he needed another set of instructions: ‘Boys and girls, stop, and listen. Don’t stand up 
and walk off before you really listen.’  
It is clear that Mr. McGee’s Panopticon-like surveillance is a tool of control over the children (Foucault, 1991), 
even if at first sight the repeated instructions make it appear the children are out-of-control. He fills the classroom 
with his reminders and instructions: ‘Jason, Andy, you find your place here and sit down here today’, ‘Lily, sit 
down. Jack, you concentrate on this, please’, ‘Joe, tuck your chair in please’, ‘George, I don’t want your first 
reaction to be to find somebody to talk to. I want you to sit down and work for yourself.’ However, his intentions are 
worth exploring. Is this control for its own sake or for a more specific reason, such as dealing with misbehaviour or 
creating an optimum learning environment? To what extent is Mr. McGee consciously trying to modify the 
children’s attitudes and values by making them more co-operative or obedient? Is he actually teaching them 
anything? 
A similar set of questions arises relating to the way the children experience this constant surveillance and control. 
Clearly it is part of their everyday experience. Sometimes the reminders are so frequent that it seems as if the name 
of every child in the class has been called out for some minor infringement. At the end of one session the children 
were asked for attention: ‘Boys and girls, could I stop you for a while, please? I’d like to ask you all to sit down, 
fold your arms and look this way.’ Then he went on giving instructions: ‘Rory, hands down, feet on the floor, 
please.’ When Andy was spotted turning to the library table while Mr. McGee was talking, he said: ‘Andy, can I see 
you tomorrow?’ which Andy understood as a penalty. The behaviour and performance of those children who found 
it difficult to conform to the teacher’s rules and instructions were monitored particularly frequently, though no-one 
entirely escaped the teacher’s attention. But what is going on in the children’s minds when they are disruptive or 
when they try to waste time? Are they simply responding to the generally ‘strict’ atmosphere in Mr. McGee’s 
classroom? Do they share the teacher’s views on classroom behaviour? Do they learn anything from the teacher’s 
use of rewards and sanctions, or from his constant tendency to tell them off? Do they see anything positive or 
helpful in his actions? Why do they sometimes try to ‘please teacher’ and sometimes the opposite? Are their actions 
motivated by boredom or by feeling under pressure? Is life a constant struggle for some of them?   
J. Mark Halstead et al. / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 1 (2009) 2264–2268 2267
Clues to the answers to some of these questions are found in the interviews with the children since issues such as 
resistance to school discipline and surveillance, deviance, disruption of lessons and related matters were raised 
spontaneously by many of the children. The children revealed their consciousness of the restraints of schooling by 
describing what they perceived as the hidden intentions of the teacher in some specific practices. They were not 
surprised at all at the teacher’s regulation and surveillance, but this did not imply an attitude of acceptance. For 
example, some boys were very certain that the teacher’s intention in taking the register in reverse alphabetical order 
was to keep the children more alert rather than playing fair in terms of balancing the normal order. As for sitting 
next to friends, four boys revealed that on the carpet they can choose where to sit but at the tables they can’t choose 
since the grouping is under the control of the teacher. All the children showed a concern about the teacher’s 
disciplinary procedures and they were more critical of the teacher when he was ‘telling off’ individuals or exercising 
sanctions.  Sometimes the children expressed their disagreement with the teacher or criticism of him openly. For 
example, although the boys knew that Mr. McGee stopped them covering their mouth to prevent them from talking, 
Gavin raised it as unfair. He said this was because he had a habitual pose with his face leaning against one hand. 
Some girls criticised the teacher for telling off the wrong person. Clearly the teacher and the children interpreted 
many activities in different ways.  
The children were always aware of the dominating presence of teachers, even if their response varied: 
JESS: He [Mr McGee] like easily snaps and picks you up a bit ... [But] I’m not too bothered by the rules. I’m not 
very scared (Interview 11)  
KEVIN: Well, we’ve learned not to always talk, talk, talk, talk, talk, talk, or ... he keeps us in for fifteen minutes 
(Interview 17) 
GEORGE: But now I keep cool, I keep down. He doesn’t really get to me. So now I can kind of see why he’s 
making these rules and why he snaps at me, why he snaps at other people (Interview 11) 
At the same time as they were under the watchful gaze of the teacher, the children had become accustomed to 
keeping an eye on the teacher themselves, to check on his mood, his intentions and the likelihood that he would get 
angry. They seemed quite skilful at talking but paying a bit of attention to the teacher at the same time. It seems that 
such vigilance on the children’s side paralleled the teacher’s action of surveillance. Therefore, as well as their 
expressed concern about (and possible overreaction to) rules, discipline and sanctions, they showed that they 
understood the unarticulated regulating intention of the teacher.  Their sharp awareness of this was the explanation 
of the reactive mechanism that occurred whenever they perceived a threat from the teacher.  
At the level of observable actions, strategies like distraction, disruption, time-wasting, daydreaming, fiddling 
with something, throwing a pencil,  ‘messing about’, unauthorized talking and trying to have a laugh are the well-
documented ways for pupils to get through the more mundane aspects of school life (Delamont, 1983, Pollard, 1985; 
Woods, 1990). It seems as if there is an undercurrent of minor deviations from the required patterns of behaviour, 
which may all have their roots in children’s boredom or inability to concentrate for long periods. The children may 
be too easily distracted from their work by disruptive neighbours, or they may be actively seeking something to 
distract them because of a lack of interest in what they are meant to be doing. Time-wasting activities are another 
strategy of self-initiated distraction like asking to go to the toilet at regular intervals, or to get a drink or sharpen 
their pencil. Disruptive behaviour is behaviour which stops other children from concentrating on their work, such as 
unauthorised noise and moving about the classroom or generally ‘messing about’: 
RORY: It happens mostly in Maths when we go in. Bill and Joe are the worst of them there. They annoy Rose, 
who is new. They get stuff and fling it. They get rubbers and go, ‘Hshhhh …’ They even annoy Andy. He gets upset 
and he hides ‘cos he doesn’t want to get hurt. And he throws the stuff back. (Interview 6) 
The simple distinction made earlier between acceptance and resistance fails to capture the subtle, complicated 
process of personal development in children (Cullingford, 1991). ‘Acceptance’ implies passive tolerance (as 
opposed to the implicit or explicit enthusiasm they sometimes show, especially with regard to special or unexpected 
activities), but it may take different forms. For some children it seems that the inevitable deviance on their side and 
the discipline and sanctions that follow are simply accepted as part of their normal school life, as is their perception 
of teachers as punishers. In Bill’s case (Interview 3) he tried to make out that the constant surveillance and discipline 
was not a problem, but beneath the surface of his ‘acceptance’ he was actually very sensitive to the situation in 
which he was probably regarded by the teacher, other children and even himself as ‘always in trouble’ and under the 
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shadow of sanctions and punishment. Just like other children, he had strong emotional responses to discipline and 
rules if he was given opportunity to express them. But it is significant that Bill’s seeming acceptance of the 
miserable state of being constantly targeted by discipline and rules corresponded to his unavoidable, spontaneous 
response of resistance to the rituals of schooling.
Resistance is a well-used term in investigations of children’s response to schooling (for example, Woods, 1990; 
Alpert, 1991) although others claim there is no such thing as resistance to rules and discipline on the part of children 
(Cullingford, 1991). Our own research, on the other hand, suggests that there is a dimension of co-existence, even 
overlap, in the responses of resistance and acceptance.  Most of the time and for most of the children, this co-
existence stays low-profile and the normal school day appears to run smoothly. The teacher’s surveillance and 
control are practised openly and remain dominant, while the private distractions and disruptions stay at the 
children’s level, and often go unnoticed. However, when the children are given a clear request for ‘obedience’, they 
still appear to have their own inner struggles. Even the so-called ‘goodie girls’ hint that absolute obedience to rules 
can be unrealistic and arbitrary in reality. Our analysis and interpretation has shown that the children’s resistance is 
a natural, spontaneous response to the rituals of schooling whereas their acceptance is mostly a superficial response 
based on practical considerations and the pressure to be passive in the face of the all-powerful schooling system. 
Whilst ‘resistance’ and ‘rebellion’ sound negative from the educationists’ perspective, they actually demonstrate 
children’s ‘innocence’, individuality and potential for rational autonomy. This is because they are actually engaging 
with the teacher’s demands rather than being simply passive; and engagement is a positive learning outcome, even if 
the particular response involves resistance or subversion. In a sense, all children are resistant and subversive to some 
extent, and their behaviour becomes a mirror image of the teacher’s surveillance and dominance, so that a kind of 
balance is maintained in the classroom between teacher and pupils.   
4. Conclusion and Recommendation 
It is clear that important learning is going on through the experiences described in this paper. The children may 
be learning, for example, about the need for rules and about the impact rules can have on one’s relationship with 
others. At a deeper level, they may be learning about moral values and moral judgments, but not necessarily the kind 
of learning that the teacher intends. The teacher may think that his dominating presence and his discipline are 
helping to guide their behaviour and shape their values, but in fact it seems likely that they are learning values such 
as tolerance through reflection on his treatment of them. Indeed, it may be their inner or overt resistance to his 
control that is leading them towards such reflection and thus towards moral autonomy. 
This kind of research is designed to bring teachers new insights and enriched moral understanding by 
encouraging more reflective practice. Teachers need to interrogate their own practice (Are they telling the children 
off too much? Is their control of the classroom too tight? What effect is this having on the children?) and raise their 
awareness of the likely outcomes of their own practice (for example, the indirect moral education that is going on).  
The research also points to the need for teachers to pay attention to the balance between teaching and keeping order, 
between trusting the children and controlling their behavior, and between offering immediate moral guidance and 
longer-term support towards moral autonomy. 
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